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Once on the verandah Mr. Van Wyk put his hands in
his pockets, and, straddling his legs, stared down at a
black panther skin lying on the floor before a rocking-
chair. "It looks as if the fellow had not the pluck to
play his own precious game openly," he thought.

This was true enough. In the face of Massy's last
rebuff Sterne dared not declare his knowledge. His
object was simply to get charge of the steamer and keep
it for some time. Massy would never forgive him for
forcing himself on; but if Captain Whalley left the ship
of his own accord, the command would devolve upon him
for the rest of the trip; so he hit upon the brilliant idea
of scaring the old man away. A vague menace, a mere
hint, would be enough in such a brazen case; and, with
a strange admixture of compassion, he thought that
Batu Bern was a very good place for throwing up the
sponge. The skipper could go ashore quietly, and stay
with that Dutchman of his. Weren't these two as
thick as thieves together? And on reflection he seemed
to see that there was a way to work the whole thing
through that great friend of the old man's. This was
another brilliant idea. He had an inborn preference
for circuitous methods. In this particular case he
desired to remain in the background as much as possible,
to avoid exasperating Massy needlessly. No fuss!
Let it all happen naturally.

Mr. Van Wyk all through the dinner was conscious of
a sense of isolation that invades sometimes the closeness
of human intercourse. Captain Whalley failed lam-
entably and obviously in his attempts to eat some-
thing. He seemed overcome by a strange absent-
mindedness. His hand would hover irresolutely, as if
left without guidance by a preoccupied mind. Mr. Van
Wyk had heard him coming up from a long way off in the
profound stillness of the river-side, and had noticed the